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Summary: Contains music conducting activities, for use with grades k-8, to practice keeping steady rhythm, work on leadership and cooperation, learn about meter, and learn what a conductor does. 

Objectives: 

Objectives and Preparation

These activities simplify the concept and procedures of conducting a group of musicians. They give the children a chance to move around, make noise, and take turns "being in charge". The first activities are simple enough that even young elementary-school-age children enjoy them. The final ones are complex enough to hold the attention of middle schoolers and also give them a good idea of what a real conductor does. 

Uses for this Module 

· These activities can fill a class period dedicated to exploring conducting, particularly as part of a music class or for students who will be going on a field trip to see a band or orchestra with a conductor. 

· They can be used individually as warmup activities at the beginning of music class to practice paying attention. 

· The simple ones can be used as a "get up and move around" activity for young children needing a break from desk work. 

Skills Developed in Conducting and Following a Conductor 

· Music Appreciation - Understanding the purpose of conducting 

· Music Skills and Concepts - Rhythm, Meter, Steady beat 

· Math Concepts - Counting, Grouping, Subdivision (in time) into Equal Parts (fractions) 

· Physical Skills - Large Motor Coordination, Ear/Hand/Eye Coordination 

· Social Skills - For "conductor", leadership; for "musicians", following directions, paying attention, group cooperation 

You will need: 

· A place and time when your classroom can be noisy. Children like this exercise, but it's only fun if they can be loud. 

· Something that can be the "Conductor's Baton". A short pointer or long pencil (preferably not sharp) will do. 

· Objects at around belly height for the students to beat time on. Desks, chair backs, or stacks of books will do. 

· Some of the activities will require the students to have various instruments. Percussion is easiest; use whatever is available - drums, hand cymbals, jingle bells, or make or improvise your own instruments. (Modules on percussion instruments will eventually be available.) 

Activities

The following conducting activities are ordered from simplest to most complex. Do as many as you like up to the point that they become too complex for your students, but it is recommended that you do them in order. Every child should have the chance to be the conductor for each exercise. 

Watching the Conductor

Procedure 

1. Setup: All students should be standing facing the conductor, who is standing facing them. Any instruments they will need or objects they will be beating on with a baton should be in front of them, within easy reach, at about belly height. 

2. For this exercise only, the conductor does not have to keep a steady rhythm. The conductor claps whenever he or she likes. Encourage surprising rhythms, but discourage the conductor from "faking out" the other students. A gesture that looks like the beginning of a clap should always be followed through with a clap. This is a cooperative game, not a competitive one. All the children, conductor and "orchestra" alike, should be praised when the claps all sound at the same time. 

3. The other students watch the conductor closely, and try to make their clap sound at exactly the same time as the conductor's. 

4. Point out how loud and impressive it is when all the claps sound together. 

5. If you like, repeat this procedure with all the students beating on something (producing an audible sound) with "batons", or with the conductor beating with a baton and the others clapping or playing drums, bells, etc. Batons should be in the right hand. 

Keeping a Steady Beat

Procedure 

1. Same setup. This time the conductor claps, then beats with the baton, a steady beat, which everybody follows as closely as possible. 

2. Point out how much easier it is to anticipate the next clap when the beat is steady. The children should be listening for that "big clap" that sounds when they are all together. 

3. Encourage different conductors to pick different tempos. The tempo is how fast or slow the beat is going. But discourage accidental changes of tempo. Beats that unintentionally get faster and faster, called rushing, or slower and slower, called dragging, are considered poor musicianship. 

The Conductor Shows the Beat

Procedure 

1. Same setup. Same procedure as previous activity, except the conductor beats on air at belly height, making no sound, rather than on an object. 

2. Point out that the beat is easier to see if it remains a quick, bouncing motion as if they are still beating on something. 

3. The "orchestra" still claps or makes sound when the conductor's "beat" hits the bottom, the same as before. This is called playiing on the downbeat. 

The Conductor Counts the Measure

Introduction 

· Ask the students if they have ever heard a conductor or bandleader count off at the beginning of a piece of music. ("A-one-and-a-two-and-a-one-two-three-four", for example) 

· Tell the students that music is divided into very short sections called bars or measures. Each bar is only a few beats long, usually two, three, or four beats. This helps everyone keep track of where they are in the music. If you listen to the music, you can hear the bars and count along, one-two-three-one-two-three, or one-two-three-four-one-two-three-four. (For activities on listening for meter, see the module Time Signature.) 

· Tell the students that one of the conductor's main jobs is to show with the baton which beat (of the measure) everyone is on. 

Procedure for Measures of Two Beats 

1. Same setup, with an object for conductor to beat on. Orchestra claps or plays on instruments. 

2. Conductor beats measures, one-two-one-two-one-two, making two different kinds of motions. 

3. On "one", the baton starts in front of the conductor, beats on the object, and bounces off to the right. 

4. On "two", the baton starts off to the right, beats on the object and bounces up to end up right in front of the conductor again. 

5. Point out how easy this makes it for the orchestra to keep track of where they are in the measure. Have them clap on one and stomp on two. Or divide the class into two sections. One section claps on one, the other claps or stomps on two. Or drums play on one, bells on two, etc. 

6. Once the conductors get used to the different motions, take away the object and have them beat on air again. 

	Conducting in Two 


Figure 1: The stroke for "two" starts at the spot where "one" ends, and ends where the next "one" will begin.


Procedure for Measures of Three Beats 

1. Same setup, but with two objects for the conductor to beat time on, one directly in front, and one in front and slightly to the conductor's right (to the left from the point of view of the "orchestra"). 

2. Beat "one" is on the object in front of the conductor. 

3. Beat "two" is on the object to the right and bounces off even further to the right. 

4. Beat "three" is on the object to the right again, but coming back toward the center. 

5. This time, divide the class into three groups, or have the class do three different things on the different beats (clap, stomp, and slap thighs, for example). 

6. Again, if your conductors get comfortable with the motions, you can take away the objects and have them beat on the air "like a real conductor". 

	Conducting in Three 
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Figure 2: Once again, the stroke for each beat begins where the last stroke ended. 


The Conductor Gives Cues

Procedure 

1. If you have older students who can handle all of the above and still want more, add cues. 

2. Tell the students that with the left hand the conductor does other things like telling people to play louder or softer and giving cues. 

3. Tell your students: holding the left hand out palm up means "louder"; holding it out palm down means "softer". 

4. Let them experiment with this while conducting in two or three. 

5. Tell your students that, with the left hand, the conductor may also give cues to people who don't play very often, like the cymbal or gong player, in case they have lost count of the measures. 

6. Give a couple of students special instruments and tell them only to play when the conductor cues them by pointing at them with the left hand. Point out that making eye contact when giving a cue is very helpful. Rotate both the conducting and the special instruments and let everyone experiment with giving cues while conducting in two or three. 

Related Activities

· Attend a conducted band, orchestra, or choir concert. 

· View a video or television program of a concert in which the conductor can be seen. 

· Invite a local group of musicians that uses a conductor to perform for your class. Give the conductor a chance to demonstrate and talk about what he or she does. 

· Following the concert or video, discuss what the children noticed the conductor doing or not doing. Was a baton used or the hands? Pointing? Body language? Vocal cues? If there was more than one conductor, did they notice differences in style? 

